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THE APOSTLE PAUL'S MYSTICISM. 



By Professor Edward Y. Hincks, D.D., 
Andover, Mass. 



S. Paul teaches that men who believe the gospel and are bap- 
tized come thus into a spiritual union with Christ. This union, 
as belonging to another than the earthly order, and as known 
only through revelation, is called by the church "mystic." It 
implies a community of spiritual life between Christ and his dis- 
ciples. He lives in them. The motives which chiefly govern 
them are supplied, and their characters are fashioned, by the 
Spirit, who is his Spirit, or, from another point of view, Christ 
himself. They view the things of God through his eyes, as it 
were. In short, that which makes them what they essentially 
are, is the fact that they are in this most intimate relation to 
their Master, or, to use the phrase constantly employed by the 
apostle, "in Christ." 

Paul views this relationship as having, if I may use the 
expression, an outer as well as an inner side. He regards it as 
determining man's place in the universe, as well as his character. 
Man's disposition toward God is not to the apostle all of his life 
regarded from the religious point of view. His relation towards 
God is an essential part of it. The universe to Paul is a society 
whose central person is God. For a moral being to live is to 
belong to this society, and to sustain a specific relation to its 
head. The relation has in every case a moral value as express- 
ing the divine character, and is supremely significant for the life 
of the creature, since it determines God's action toward him. 
The mystic union with Christ creates a new relationship with 
God. He is the Son ; those who share his life share his Sonship. 
The closest earthly ties are facts of social life as well as of indi- 
vidual experience. The child shares his parent's relationships. 
So, in Paul's view, he who becomes united to Christ enters into 
his possession of the divine fatherhood. 
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The mystic union with Christ is to Paul the essence of 
Christianity. The specific thing which made the world since 
Jesus' resurrection a new world, the good tidings which he was 
appointed to carry to Jew and Gentile was the possibility lying 
before all men of becoming in the deepest sense one with the Son 
of God. His teaching cannot be fully understood unless read in 
the light of this central truth. I believe that this fact has been 
overlooked by many interpreters of the Pauline theology ; that tak- 
ing some subordinate truth as the constructive principle of his 
theology has often led to a one-sided view of it. For this reason 
I desire briefly to show the supreme place which the truth under 
consideration has in his view of Christianity regarded as a prac- 
tical system. 

In the first place let me point out the fact that it underlies 
the doctrine of justification by faith, which many regard as the 
corner-stone of the Pauline theology. 

In the Epistle to the Galatians the apostle attacks the doctrine 
of justification by the works of the law as anti-Christian. It is, 
he virtually says, destructive to Christian life, because it carries 
a denial of the supreme Christian truth, and charges the believer's 
experience of that truth with being unreal and deceptive. And 
what is the truth which must be maintained in antagonism to 
this perilous error ? This, that believing men are united to 
Christ. " I through law died to law that I might live unto God. 
I am crucified with Christ, and I do not live any more, but 
Christ liveth in me" (Gal. 2 : 20). 

It is as though the apostle had said, "You Judaizers are 
enemies of the faith. In teaching that a man can only be justi- 
fied by doing the works of the law, you are denying that we 
who believe in Christ have a real connection with him. You are 
therefore trying to take from us that peace with God and free 
spiritual life, which come only through a union with him main- 
tained by faith in him as a present Saviour." 

In the Epistle to the Romans Paul defends the doctrine of 
justification by faith against the charge of antinomianism by 
pointing out the truth which underlies the assailed doctrine, and 
showing that the holiness of the believer is implied in it. 
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" Continue in sin that grace may abound ! We found grace 
because we died to it ! When we became united to Christ it was 
to a Saviour who had died to sin. He passed out of all relation 
to it when he expired upon the cross. For us to become united 
to him was to come into the moral result of this his crowning 
earthly experience. He was the sinless man who died for human 
sin, and by death went out of its sphere. We who are 'in him' 
morally share this his death, a fact prefigured by our baptism. 
Because we are his then we have no debt to pay to this old mas- 
ter of ours. We repudiated its control in becoming his. We 
no longer find in its power the meaning of our life. The key to 
that is given in Christ's resurrection to a new sinless existence — 
God's free grace will not tempt us to sin. For the alpha and 
omega of our life is our union with the Redeemer, who has gone 
from this evil world into one whose law is free love to God." 
Justification means union to Christ, and that means holiness, is 
the argument. 

It has been well said that the root of Paul's doctrine of justifi- 
cation appears in the text, " Him who knew no sin he made to 
be sin on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of 
God in him." Those "in Christ" share the assent to the divine 
antagonism to sin made by his death. He the sinless one took 
death, the penalty of sin, upon him. So he as the head of man- 
kind, the "Second Adam," affirmed the righteousness of God in 
condemning sin. Those who become united to him share this 
affirmation ; they are accordingly justified. God sees them to be 
in Christ, and members of a race which has honored his moral 
law. His justifying act is only the recognition of their union 
with Christ. The consciousness of being joined to the Redeemer 
underlay in Paul's mind the belief that he was accepted of God. 

Paul's doctrine of the new life is also rooted in his concep- 
tion of a mystic union with Christ. That life is mediated by 
Jesus Christ. Those who are baptized into him receive his 
spirit. This spirit, the Spirit of God, attaches himself to their 
being, and becomes a principle of holy life in them. Not that 
the human soul is absorbed in the divine essence. The union 
between God and the believer is so effected as to preserve the 
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distinctness cf the created personality. It knows that the 
indwelling life is that of God ; it feels that the impulses which 
that life supplies proceed from him, and are of value only when 
freely obeyed. To have Christ in one is to be conscious of being 
his servant and God's son. 

In presenting the new life as a moral ideal Paul urges the 
truth we are considering. " Recognize the spirit in your hearts, 
the spirit of the Son of God, and obey his impulses. So will 
you bring forth the virtues which are his fruits." 

Paul's doctrine of immortality also flows out of his concep- 
tion of the mystic union. The life which the believer has from 
Christ is necessarily imperishable like the Master's. It is, like 
his, physical as well as spiritual. The resurrection of Christ is, 
therefore, a prediction and type of that of his people. Until the 
spiritual body shall have been assumed the personal union with 
him which begins in faith, will not have been consummated. 
That consummation will come. As the race became subject to 
death through its connection with Adam, so it will gain end- 
less and glorious life through its connection with Christ. 

As to the truth of this central conception of the Pauline the- 
ology, I would say in brief, first, that there is no evidence that 
Paul derived this conception, from any human source ; neither the 
Old Testament nor the Talmud contain ideas similar to it. The 
Hebrew Messiah was King of Israel and the world. He was not 
an invisible spiritual potency. Such a relation to the soul as 
Paul attributes to Jesus in saying that he is in it, and yet over it, 
its life and its Lord, would have seemed as impossible to the Jew 
of Paul's time, as it does to the rationalist of to-day. 

Secondly, Paul believed that this conception of Christ came 
to him by revelation — " God revealed his Son in me." He must 
have meant the personal revelation of Christ, in which his spirit- 
ual life began. For it is to this that he traces that gospel of 
justification on the divineness of which he insists. The apostle's 
life and work were then rooted in the belief that he had come 
into a mystic union with Jesus Christ, into which all who would 
might come. 

The question of the truth of that belief becomes the question 
of the soundness ofhis mental and moral life. 



